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No one today denies the value of teaching literature by black American writers. 
As Darwin Turner so aptly puts it, "Afro-American literature is good literature which 
illuminates a significant experience of American life and which can be used as effec- 
tively as any other literature to educate and to entertain ." 1 

No one denies either that there are many problems confronting the teacher of 
black literature whether the teacher be black or white. One of these problems is the 
selection of materials to teach. Knowing what is available for teaching is becoming 
somewhat easier since the publication of such books as Barbara Dodds’ Negro Litera- 
ture for High School Students (NCTEV Charlemae Rollins' We Build Together 

O , ana Darwin Turner’s bibliography Afro-American Writers. Anthologies like 
s Black American Literature: Essays, Fiction , Poetry , Sterling Brown's The 
Negro Caravan , Herbert Hill’s Soon , One Morning , Abraham Chapman s Black V oices , 
and Emanuel and Gross' Dark Symphony are storehouses of varied materials for class- 
room use. It is this problem of knowing what is available for teaching that this paper 
deals with. I should like to discuss for you several novels written by black American 
writers that may be used for classroom study or, probably more appropriately, for 
individualized reading. These novels all deal with the initiation experiences of young 
Macks and should, therefore, appeal to black adolescents, who are themselves under- 
going their own initiation into the society about them. In addition, the initiation 
experience itself is a universal one and should appeal to all adolescents, black and 
white. 

The archetype of initiation has been the subject of much research lately, 
especially its depiction in literature. Joseph Campbell's The Hero with a Thousand 
Faces treats the nero's search for identity in terms of a monomytt»ic adventure which 
divides itself into three stages: Departure, Initiation, and Return. Hugh Agee, in his 
unpublished doctoral dissertation "The Initiation Theme in Selected Modem American 
Novels of Adolescence** and, more recently, in an article for English Journal , examines 
the initiation experience in terms of its depiction in contemporary novels from The 
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn to The Adventures of Augie March. He found that in 
the American novel the initiation experience of the adolescent follows the stages of 
Separation, Transition, and Incorporation. He also found that in literature each stage is 
characterized by a particular kind of experience. In Separation, the adolescent-initiate 
usually goes througn some kind of experience in which his family situation is changed 
— a parent dies or the protagonist leaves home — or in some other way the ties of 
belo nging are cut. The second stage, Transition, is defined by the adolescent-initiate's 
awareness of his emerging sexuality. The final stage, Incorporation, is characterized by 
the acceptance or rejection of society by the adolescent-initiate. This acceptance or 
rejection is in keeping with the adolescent s view of the world and his role in it . 2 

In considering the novels of black adolescence to be discussed, one must keep in 
mind that the initiation experience is a continuing process and that the three stages 
proceed on a continuum. Some of the novels discussed will emphasize one stage in 
particular, some will denote a transition from one stage to the next, and some will 
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depict the entire process of initiation. For the following discussion the novels are 
grouped according to the major change that occurs in the development of the adoles- 
cent-protagonist; however, some oveHapping may be noted. 

SEPARATION: THE CALL TO ADVENTURE 

.. of tb * initiation experience, SEPARATION, is the period in which 

the hero-initiate is cut off from the wortd of childhood and makes ready to embark on 
to journey of experience that will eventually lend him into the wJd ofX ro" 
sponabdities The protagonist in a novel of ropmation is usually very younr those 
'“ nune . d ,n *!"“ study range from 9 to 14. Each novel in this group seems to focus on 

childlToodanS'ri^L'^ J 0 ""* P r ? ta ?° niat wiucli signals the end of 

fS h * d i j^ nnin ,? 0 , the ,lfe ^venture, in keeping with Agee’s findings this 
focal event is related to an ‘ ? other-than-normaT family condition. ^ 

Death - natural or violent - seems to play a large role in the separation exneri- 

ddto^ •" ‘i ae n Up of noV *' <*» Foreman?* the nhie-year- 
hh ui > “physically separated from his family by the death of 

youT^n “ “ro Uro t h' td^Tr"to^ 

raingS,.tl^ fa ,he BrOWn8 "“ e *“*» of £ b^omes aware 

ness I bv^th“»r»n er H WiIf ^ rd Robins ®"> “f 6 * 1 10 > « led to his experience of separate- 
‘•We/ by .wo poiicemem feSStf t 

He L - » pi * 0^ hy 

mother s save illness. While there he hears the call to adventure, but unltoXe otto 
must pay*for tLTrofrisato^r^^toed^r^n'ari of murder onlifc^part* 6 t,W “ he 

ini^^ettfX^aS: 

.hrfu^tt^rx^l^oSlZ.^ Wh ° ** ^oung initial 

a? ,h ^r 

SpTof to"3e“ d W ' lh 8elf ' confi ' ,ence - bai^y ‘Ms Wil fwd m " mTxmpktf tKeZ 

Joh^Xr^r^e rj^^^'.bbe Johnny 

incomplete initiation. There are two figures in JoCy ftfSMd ZZ ro to 
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wide, his unde David Dig® and an old white reduse Bill Trapp. Both of these men 
however, are too damaged by their own life experiences to offer any hdp to Johnny. 

lead him Z to ■ P»g of young boys - the Nightriders - and they in turn 

lead him to lus own destruction. In order to join their group, Johnny must set fire to 

e house of the old recluse. In doing so, Johnny deliberately murders the old man. 
Johnny is truly a lost, disintegrating self, for there was no one to lead him outside 

JjjyjjJ* J nd J 1 ® was }V°. *® ak br « a J out on his own. Johnny is unable to answer the 
call to adventure and is left m the nightmare world of his disonented psyche. 

TRANSITION: THE CRUCIAL STRUGGLE 

, t , Th .® ***& in the initiation process is TRANSITION, or the crucial struggle 

ot the initiate s awareness of his own emerging sexuality. This struggle may be seen in 

KwlL b of C he^f?»f n Wlt I h r t t e | C0d f de88 '“ gUre °. f 4 ,m P beU * 8 monomyth and the 
bestowing of her gift of unselfish love to protect the initiate in his later battles of 

survival, especially in that with the ego -shattering father-fimin> r.am n lu»ll\. 



. * ® * ,t , uiBwiwii luvc 10 protect me initiate m his later battles of 

survival, especially in that with the ego-shattering father-figure. Campbell’s Goddess 

the ( or ™ of mot her» sister, mistress, bride,” 3 and in these novels of adoles- 

C most often flfifiiimAc fhn mi rr ... m. . ^ 



may take «« «*<« „ Iol „ er , 8l8 i er , misiress, bride, and in these novels of adoles 

SZul 4 



ft i -u Me Hero with a Thousand Faces , 

Cam^U describes the venous roles of the Univeissl Mother, or Magna Mater as those 
M (1) the good mother, (2) the absent mother, (3) the forbidding, punishing mother 

r ,he V “ d < 5 > .*• foriMddei mother. 4 Several of 
pictured m the black novels of transition. 

Sarah Winger (The Learning Tree ) is an example of Campbells comforting 
nourishing, "good” mother. She is the source of strength for her son NeV sheCTOws 
from a boy into a young man. She is especially comforting to him when he is forced to 

b^m LtT n •» W j i ffCCt " ? °”l y h “ OWn ,ife but 8180 the lives of his neigh- 
!t»^ fi N K^! ha8 T d th ® murd f of a white farmer by a black handyman. Sarah 

man^ftnm fe TT K f® 8 **? in order to 8ave an innocent white 

man from being punished for this crime. Newt does even though they both fear the 

reactions of the town when it learns that the murderer is black Sarah continues to be 

L°°nT- °L 8tre S glh .^ 8011 ® ven after her d «»th. Wired by his S ^con- 
fidence m him, Newt is able to overcome his ultimate fear of death by sleeping beside 

his mother s casket. Conquering this last fear. Newt is able to face the life atead of 
inTh^North aVe8 ^ earmng tre ® ~ Chen >kee Flats, Kansas - to live with his sister 

°. f «L th i®. Universal Mother, and at times more influencial 
than the good mother, is the bad mother. Selina Boyce ( Brown Girl, Brownstones) 
must cope with the possessive face of the bad mother before she cin suc^Sy 
complete her initiation experience. Selina’s life had become a battleground betweeJ! 

mm»ni? 08,ng ^ H 01 * 1 ®/ and of her father * She had alwayfsided with her 

fa, ? er « but 8 ** e co, * les to realize after his death that she is truly 
”® ■ daughter. As Selina grows into young womanhood, enters the university 

thet dE? Zl7 e JZtt “ rep J 1 ?? °{ h Y fath ® r ’ “* e N?" 8 to realize, as Campbell suggeste,’ 
$r ' if m ? he 7u nd th . e !“ d ^ other are re “ , y the same- With this new dnder- 

rii f u“ e f *t nd »^ h «f TOle IP ^j 1 ®^,! Se,ina is a ^ ,e to acknowledge the gift of the 
Goddess - her mother s strength and ability to endure in a hostile world. Thus armed, 

Selina is prepared to face the world outside her Barbadian community. 

f pi Waiiams explores this gpod-bad nature of the black mother in his novel 

an/lri? y {J uu t L le ^•‘y of S *ssie and her two now-grown children, Ralph 

f nd 4 S|\“ to f d J n flashbacks, this dual nature of the black mother and its effects on 
her children is vividly described. Ralph, who has been able to come to terms with his 
mothers influence and to find the love so necessary to his self-development through 
his relationship with his second wife, Eve, has survived his initiation with few psychic 
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^-ulted from hei 

mother and daughter is confronted in* their Ue ber ^ IIB Barrier betweer 

her mother’s d^Tto “rife to &« ht^S “*"?? ¥ tur * S^e’s death. Witt 
that will release her from her fears ami ^ -n 6 ® 111 }? T or ^ out a 8 °^ ut *°n 

process of her initiation. ^ an< ^ *^ at Wl ena ^ e ber *o complete the 

“A^toX^S? of jnittatton « what Camnbell terms 
«l* fathtrr tmd the he£' M atteS^S^^SLr?*’ 

the society about hi^jX cSlferTfe funC . Uon P^vely *» 

at-one-ness with his stepfather thmuol th ^ jf* ° n Mountain) attempts this 
Johnny ’s fourteenth birthday. This turning toth^en™! °^i ,f. r ^8* OU8 conversion on 
Christian Church is indicative of the role 8 whieh tb £ athe *f ^presented by the 

search for identity and ^SZol^a^h L > *? Chur ? h has P ,a y ed « the Negro’s 
the initiation arcLtyraJoW l # 5 W ?f V° l 8 T essful - In tenSof 

serve as initiatory St 2 S *J“ l nked mth ** stepfather’s inability to 

boon of love. Johnny’s failure at atnn» 8 * • *^ e *? provide him with the necessary 
relationship with Brother Elisha a vounola « ^o indicated by his not-quite-normal 
to cope successfully with his nwJ .y preacher. John Grimes has not been able 
transitional 8eXUahty ’ the ** ex P erie "<* * the 

RrdpMo^ hlv^uhe clXif “* Ncw ' Y"^' &«»« Boyce, and 

go on to the tkX «„ Jtthlh? £“? h “ H>« boonoflove 

thar intitiation experience as a complete unified Se'lT S*.‘ 1<!r ' fi *“ re “demerge from 
of initiation and bicause of thdrZihlr „ . .V " ** 8u ™, v . e the,r experience 

fully, the encountered titTJTCe “if 5 ' T "“t to ^ 

society is hostile to them. Howev« not^ll t !°T ty abo “ t them even if that 
Iris Joplin and John Grimes have not simd JdVtI U - t,,te8 ¥® 88 fortunate. Some, like 
damage to their concent of Self Their « i ^ e,r confronts tons without serious 
function, or smj^d^ « m ? re tentative * Their ability to 

to their psyches by their “cru^Ufr^e^f' SritiS ** “*"* ° f * he d * nM «' ^ one 

INCORPORATION: THE JOURNEY COMPLETED 

rejection ™ C0RP0 BATI{H<, the acceptance or 

initiate’s own image of Self, which in tum^i^Ti 01 ^ ” Je S tl ^ n “based upon the 

protagonist, SoUy Saund^s Jr " •° f ^ hl8 5"^ pha ^ e of initiati °n- The 

s£b'irr^ 

comrades The war L .!, ^“. way . by lhe , while officers and his black 

between the andZ w^k T by the conflict 

struggle for a complete, whole Self or Manlwwwf A mBrIC , an Atmry. Solly is aided in his 
Whenever he must make a decision that will affect »h^ C ° V |f of /,y° un 6 black teacher, 
of Fannie Mae and iTa^St^^^ Sr re8U,to .°! hB 8lru ^ <>« *W»k» 
greatly influenced by Richard Wri&ht’s Tu»hu> Mnr * S any COS j 

ssH6r*ktsdSSS^!E3SSS 
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younger generation Thp ™;S? T u". ’ °J Woma «hood, is the gift to this 
ex^ni n ‘ PO"*** for «>>ange » there: it » the gift of theft initiation 

pietiOT“rL°inmah^n 8e .l?/ die ,“" ion experienced by the black initiate at the com- 
ence of thp KlS f ’ th conte ™Pp r «y writer is able to use the initiation exneri- 

trasi aa^i^ssr* - ■ >— 

atrsta.'s 

Wrifton **V" 

’ TtH*". 0 * lha ‘ d “ y - J “ ^ ^ Dalton's K 

Hrna.^5* 1 u ^"k illustrates a special function of the initiation arche- 

type and should be reserved for the mo3t advanced readere. Ellison records the ex- 
periences of the contemporary American hero-initiate by using the traditional arche- 
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^iw d Jte f ^tdi G t ^ andthe A j~‘ -» « 

terms of the T? ng “ d re^xperienced i 

in the surface ex^riences™ SH^nta ^“V* 1*!* "=«*>' 

underfying pattern of initiation an/statS in tk? |?2i® ffirm ? tlo . n in »P*ied by th 
protagonist to speak for himself and for hi* ^L- t t^V 1 ® m ? ke ll possible for th 

re-experiencing She ancfeSriS o/±JT STStoi‘ JlE who 1 

ordeals of initiation, is the storv tZth^Sl d ? ftto 8 °. Cet ^ ^"ed through th 
of initiation, the ** ***** * ^no 

and in doing so uivisime Man loins Hip nfi, ,°{ mo< ^ er ? man > hut uot as a guide 
such writers as Joyce, Eliot, and^emingway" FOtotype8 of modern man created bj 

the iT^rtl^r 00 " ?“**» archetype, 

protagonist is SEPARATED in tl» l * l^ 8 ® 8 * a 8 e8 °f the initiation profit, ^ 

college. During his period of TRANSITION t^”* 0111 °^ d * a southern 

fignrl in the gSs. g ■^2*35 ”^.?* .C **** “"fronts the Godd^! 
own sexuality. After he confronts thp f_ f .“^ dentl “ ed wklte , wo *»en and explores his 
must act the role of foth« the T*l *®cover that heHumselfr 
society through love for his fel^-nian The iStiflti° ^^ORPORATED into his 
novel but it must be tranrform^°hw^^i|^^y^^^^*?^^ jhc ^ y P e » ^basis of the 
have mearang to the modem reader. f f the P rota 8 on,8t before it can 

A TEACHING NOTE 

^ r ,h •*?*«* ° f r>^ «p. 

fuifiB the functions of literature ss se, down "° V ^ 

S^th“*e e a C S r BvZ^ a " d . — — «perience 

naivete, narrow omnion »rr»riai«| fe J JL mature outlook free froi 
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for o f “ack adoicscenc, 

novels Their style as well as their eonteT^tect f* “* not J unio1 

ence. Nevertheless, these novels nan add * a? , " tentlo n for a mature audi 
secondary students when used by a t^her who Ui *" <l Mof""* oi 

«oned by the use of adult litemtie in a cUas^mld". t rZ^“ ^ "* 

the ^£lT 8 thTteUute C 1SfX m .n^’ ei?h . CT “ co ™ raon ° r individual reading, 
however, the follow^ S.tion^^ bo ? k ^ *« atudlSf! 

the younger, less-exprfencTreaders, the Sl^vels of P Tr!n»ir,V,"7 C \k f Separation for 
and Uie novels of Incorporation for the most mat»e T K?n~ for f ^ ** mature re * der ' 
to this general designation. Beetlecreek is a hishlv p/imnl v ***i °^9° urse > exceptions 
younger readers, whereas The Learning Treeml^fn CiT^} *** " 0t a PP H ^ le to 
with pleasure by less experienced rp^L & mown Girl, Brownstones can be read 

on the academic 5 ^ scale, tlEfy should bet^L^/thnf 8 P 130 ^ 6 " 1 of these novels 
up and because of their iniS h^e^mL^ ^S T ° n ‘t® theme of growing 
the reading experiences of many secondary student ^ ^ quaIlty of rea1 ^ K fe to 
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NOTES 



Darwin T. Turner, “The Teaching of Literature by Afro-American Writers,” 
English: NCTE Distinguished Lectures (Champaign, III. : NCTE, 1970), p. 95. 



The Promise of 



2 William Hugh Agee, “The Initiation Theme in Selected Modem American Novels of Adoles- 
cence, (unpublished doctoral dissertation, The Florida State University, Tallahassee, 1966), pp. 

InO-l 71 * * 



Joseph Campbell, The Hero with a Thousand Faces (New York: The World Publishing Com- 
pany, 1956), p. ill. ^ 

*Ibid. 



s For a discussion of Williams' view of the dilemma of the black mother see the introduction to 
the Anchor edition, pp. vii-xi. 

6 See Campbell, pp. 126-149. 

7 See such articles as Richard Lehan, “Existentialism in Recent American Fiction: The Domonic 
Quest, Texas Studies in Literature and Language, I ( 1 959), pp. 181 -202. 

®Wa!ter Loban, “Literature and the Examined Life,” English Journal , UX (November, 1970), 

p. 1086. 
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